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Abstract 
The study aims to evaluate how sense of coherence (including comprehensibility, manageability and attribution of meaning) 
relates with the expression of the experiences in long term adversity conditions. We studied 45 former political prisoners, 
imprisoned between 1948 and 1964 as opponents of the Communist regime in Romania. The instruments used were an in-
depth (biographical) interview and the Sense of Coherence Inventory (Lundberg, 1995). The analysis included content 
thematic analysis of narratives and descriptive statistics of the scores from inventories. The results suggest that a strong sense 
of coherence can relate with the capacity to deal in long-term adversity conditions, as identified in the narratives.  
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1. Introduction 
The researches upon psychic consequences of collective violence and political repressions started more than 
half a century ago, during the World War II, with an emphasis on symptoms such as chronic depression, anxiety, 
sleep disturbances, nightmares and psychosomatic disorders.  
In the following researches, the data regarding the explanatory factors for the resources needed for survival 
and maintaining the psychological health have increased considerably. We can mention here the studies 
conducted by a team of Finnish researchers (Punamäki et al., 2002, 2005) on former Palestinian political 
prisoners that give a good comprehension on how people survive after political repression or collective violence. 
These studies are concerned with coping strategies, attachment, sense of coherence and post-traumatic growth. 
Furthermore, studies on Kurdish political prisoners from Turkey (Basoglu, 1994, 1997) state that the effects of 
repression are moderated by the political involvement and beliefs. Also, Antonovsky (1979, 1987) studied a 
certain capacity to overcome the difficulties and trauma following Nazi concentration camps, capacity which he 
named sense of coherence.  
The sense of coherence (SOC) may be of particular interest for the long-term political repression (1948-1989) 
organized by the Communist regime in Romania, where the opponents were subject to imprisonment and 
persecutions, being confronted with frequent and unpredictable changes of the environment. As defined by 
Antonovsky (1987), the concept of sense of coherence can be understood as “a global orientation that expresses 
the extent to which one has a pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling of confidence that (1) the stimuli 
deriving from one's internal and external environments in the course of living are structured, predictable and 
explicable; (2) the resources are available to one to meet the demands posed by these stimuli; and (3) these 
demands are challenges, worthy of investment and engagement”. In the present study, we try to identify the role 
of the sense of coherence in long-adversity conditions, as a result of imprisonment and political persecutions in a 
group of 45 persons subject to political repression between 1948 and 1965. 
 
2. Methods 
Our study group (N = 45, M = 80.58, SD = 5.03) was composed mostly of men (39 of total 45); although the 
proportion of the general population seems uneven, it may be representative for the former political prisoners. A 
generally accepted explanation suggests that men were considered more dangerous to the communist regime than 
women, being more involved in social or political activism.  
Subjects were contacted by two associations of former political prisoners and a foundation that runs programs 
for medical and psychological support for victims of torture (ICAR Foundation). Due to the specific of the sample 
(age of the participants), an exclusion criterion was the participant’s ability to provide answers to questions, to 
provide the information required and to read a written text. Interviews were held in familiar locations, in 2008-
2009.  
Using a quantitative and qualitative design, we intended to analyze the components of the sense of coherence 
(comprehensibility, manageability, attribution of meaningfulness), and to understand how the former political 
prisoners in Romania were describing their lifelong experiences. The instruments used were an in-depth 
(biographical) interview and scales from the Sense of Coherence Inventory (Lundberg, 1995).  
The sense of coherence was evaluated with a questionnaire developed by Lundberg (1995), constructed to 
assess each of the components theorized by Antonovsky (comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness) 
using a single question for each component. A score between 3 and 6 is associated with a low sense of coherence, 
and a score from 0 to 2 is considered to be associated with a strong sense of coherence. 
The content analysis sought to identify themes in the subjects’ narratives, themes operationalized into 
statements on issues about detention and coping strategies after incarceration, and other topics relevant to the 
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personal route of the interviewees. The selected themes seem to hold a significant part in the participants' 
personal history, but also a satisfactory representation of the whole group, thus allowing a proper interpretation. 
 
3. Results 
3.1. Sense of coherence and group differences in biographical data 
On the SOC scale, 24 participants reported scores associated with a strong and stable sense of coherence (0-2), 
and 21 reported a score that implies a lower sense of coherence or less stable (3-6); M= 2.51. 
Based on the criterion of sense of coherence reported levels (low / high), we found that there are statistically 
significant differences only in what concerns the time spent in prison (t (43) = 2.46, p <.05). Most of the group 
"low coherence" (N = 21, M = 58.71 months, SD = 50.8 months) spent periods of up to four years in prison; the 
subjects from the "high coherence" group were imprisoned, on average, four  years more than the others (N = 24, 
M = 102.4 months, SD = 66 months). A non-significant difference can be noticed between the two groups in what 
concerns the current age of subjects and the age at which the arrest occurred. 
Regarding their studies, the subjects in the "high coherence" group have on average 13.46 years of study (SD = 
3.24) comparing with the other group- 12.24 years of study (SD = 2.52); the difference is not statistically 
significant, but one year of difference would mean that a larger number of subjects in the first group were able to 
complete their studies, which could be equivalent to the justification of the effort made- one of the components of 
the sense of coherence. 
3.2.  The comparison of existing differences on the thematic indices between the “high coherence” and “low 
coherence” groups 
The general impressions of the discourse is often used in clinical interviews; it can provide indications 
about the current psychological mood during the interview, as well as the mental state, altered cognitions, the 
capacity to concentrate on a subject or the presence of trauma or other psychotic symptomatology.   In our case, 
we included the items that provided an accurate description, an emotional reaction (relevant for traumatic events), 
a logical sequence of the narrated episode etc. In the table below, we present a comparative view of the 
participants with a high sense of coherence and the subjects who rated low on the mentioned discourse 
characteristics. In general, the participants with a stable SOC state a significant number of details, associated with 
significant emotional reactions, and showing a considerable consistency of the narrative (see table 1.)  
 
Table 1. General discourse evaluation, in the two groups (strong SOC, low SOC) 
 
 Strong  SOC Low and unstable SOC 
Quality of descriptions (details, explanations) Frequent and comprehensive Explanations are often omitted 
Emotional involvement  High High 
Chronological and/or logical succession of 
the events 
Easy to understand Moderate difficulties in understanding the 
reasons for some events 
Preferred sequence of time** for 
remembering 
No specific preference Imprisonment and the present time 
  * sequence of time: before imprisonment, imprisonment, after imprisonment until 1989, and present 
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The analysis of subjects’ statements seems to suggest the influence of the level of sense of coherence on some 
of the themes drawn from interviews (table nr. 2). Thus, asserting the relevance of their own beliefs for the 
subjects with a stable sense of coherence doesn’t seem affected in the long term; on the other hand, the 
participants in the low SOC group offered few references to these beliefs throughout the interview (mainly the 
convictions about the profession). A somewhat similar trend seems to be followed also in the political interest 
stated by subjects; a relative decrease of this interest in the period after the liberation could be related to the 
impossibility to activate or to discuss matters of this kind with the close ones. 
Two thirds of the participants in our study were expecting to be arrested, which could indicate us that they 
evaluated or they were aware of the deployment of socio-political events, but also that they were aware of being 
under their incidence. The confrontation with the environmental changes seems to occur even before 
incarceration, period during which the Communist party has already taken over all the social or decisional 
segments.  
Persecutions are appreciated as significant in the period of imprisonment and after the liberation. However, the 
subjects in the group with a strong SOC typically appreciate the persecutions during incarceration as being 
moderately avoidable; as for the period after liberation, the subjects in both groups assess the persecutions as 
difficult to avoid. The possibilities for avoidance were related to the nature of the profession, to the security staff 
from the administrative region, but also to the personal capacity to anticipate the actions of the repressive actions. 
Issues like the frequency of solicitations and the assessment of life situations suggest a considerable 
variability, which seems to indicate the absence of a typical pattern for the adversity situations encountered 
(historical data assert that the repression was not organized in a unitary way). 
The assessment of life situations seems to be related to the resources available at the time of liberation, but 
also to the duration of incarceration. As major sources of support are mentioned the profession, the family, the 
people encountered, and also a certain way of approaching the situations they were confronted with. The same 
issues are often the source of the most important difficulties during their lives, when the support sources were not 
constituted as resources. 
 
Table 2. Appreciations of the themes present in the narrative, in the two groups (strong SOC, low SOC) 
 
 Strong  SOC (N=24) Low and unstable SOC (N=21) 
Personal beliefs  Frequently rated as relevant; mostly 
constant over time 
References are often missing 
Interest for political events  Constant for all lifelong trajectory Lower in post-imprisonment period 
Expectation of difficult events High Moderate 
References to persecutions Present, rated as moderately avoidable Present, rated as hardly avoidable 
Solicitations / demands Frequent, mentioned as difficulties  and 
challenges 
Frequent, mentioned as difficulties 
Presence of social and professional 
activism 
8 persons 4 persons 
Professional accomplishments Lower than expected  Lower than expected 
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4. Conclusions 
The data we collected from narratives suggest that their beliefs and values drove their personal decisions, 
influencing also the appreciations of their personal outcomes; furthermore, the conditions of adversity and 
political repression seem to act like enforcement for the political beliefs and involvement.  
The existence of political, religious and humanistic convictions plays a significant role in responding to 
stressful and traumatic events. Thus, their experience makes sense and becomes bearable. 
Narratives also suggest a history of different life experiences and evaluations of the subjects, with a great deal 
of variances in how the subjects consider their experiences and value their own personal decision and outcomes 
in conditions of adversity and political repression. Despite the similar conditions of imprisonment and adversity, 
the meaning and comprehensibility of the experiences show significant differences in their construction; thus, 
even the present status shows an appreciable amount of similarities, the pattern of decisions and experiences 
presents a great amount of differences. Detailed description of the experiences might indicate a great effort to 
cope and to make them understandable. 
 Following evaluation of our data, we consider that one of the best explanatory factors for the subsequent life 
course proved to be the existence of a direction and the understanding of personal experience, which seems to 
have had important implications in providing meaning for events and for appropriate emotional integration. 
Thus, coherence seems a significant element in the relationship between the individual and his environment, 
since the ideas underlined by a given sense lead to a greater power to insert into reality. Also these ideas don’t 
divert the subject during difficult times. However, there is a risk that a particular way of thinking, tending to 
enroll in a particular reality may be contrary to another reality. 
Sense of coherence appears to be a key element in the relation of the individual with political and social 
structures; the meaningful individual’s actions make the environment at all levels understandable and 
manageable, making him more resilient in confrontation with the adversity. 
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